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THE TEAM | 1
 This study explored the attitudes and preferences of citizens toward public parks in 
Thessaloniki in order to promote discussion about public green spaces. The team gathered 
residents’ opinions of parks using interviews and an online survey with over 90 participants. 
A majority of individuals used the park as a means to relax and socialize. Additionally, many 
respondents were displeased with the state of their parks, and believed litter, broken 
facilities, and illicit activities degraded their park experience. It is recommended that future 
studies focus on how the municipality currently manages parks, which parks require the 
most attention from the municipality, and how to connect citizens with park management. 
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 Contemporary cities face the challenge of 
adapting to increasing social and environmental 
pressures, such as population growth, rising ocean 
levels, and a hotter and more variable climate. It is 
projected that by 2050, 66 percent of the world’s 
population will reside in urban environments 
(WUP 2014). In order to protect their citizens, 
cities must develop plans and infrastructure to 
withstand these modern challenges. 
Green infrastructure, defined as “the 
network of green spaces in urban and rural areas” 
(Berte, Panagopolous 2014) is a key contributor in 
developing sustainable cities. Green infrastructure 
can be found in the form of parks, gardens, green 
roofs and walls, wildlife overpasses, and recovered 
and protected forests or wetlands (EU 2016; EPA 
2017; WHO 2017). These green spaces deliver 
numerous environmental benefits ranging from 
providing habitat for local fauna, mitigating the 
heat island effect, and removing pollutants from 
both the air and water (European Commission 
2013; EPA 2016; Shishegar 2014). The benefits 
from urban green infrastructure are not limited to 
the environment; recent research has found a 
correlation between the natural environment and 
mental and physical human health (Fuller, et al. 
2007; Ulrich 1984; Rung, et al. 2005). In a study 
conducted in association with the International 
Federation of Parks and Recreation 
Administration, it was concluded that there is 
moderate to strong evidence confirming the 
positive impacts of parks on reduced obesity 
(Konijendijk et al, 2013). Despite the mounting 
evidence that interactions with nature may 
provide increased well-being for humans, 
increasing urbanization without consideration of 
parks and urban green space development, the 
quality and quantity of nature experiences in 
urban settings is being degraded (Lin, 2014).   
European cities have an average of 8-10m2 
of green space per resident; in contrast, 
Thessaloniki has only 2.5m2 of green space per 
resident, 6.5m2 less than the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) suggested 9m2 of green 
space per capita (City of Thessaloniki 2016; 
Tzilivakis 2000; WHO 2012).  There is no record 
of research into Thessaloniki residents’ attitudes 
and perceptions towards the urban green space in 
their neighborhood, yet the information provided 
by such an investigation would be valuable when 
determining how to improve urban green space. 
In order to create living cities and strengthen civic 
identity, people need to take an active role in 
integrating themselves into city development 
(Cillers et al, 2014). By incorporating the opinions 
of local residents regarding urban green spaces 
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into this study, the development of future spaces 
can perhaps be imbued with the qualities that 
citizens find meaningful.  
The term urban green space encompasses 
a wide variety of locations, and thus this study 
focuses specifically on public parks. This project 
aims to explore the attitudes and preferences of 
residents of Thessaloniki toward public parks in 
order to promote discussion about public green 
spaces in Thessaloniki. By assessing the state of 
park amenities, and combining this information 
with firsthand accounts of citizens’ perceptions 
towards the parks they frequent, the study seeks 
to explore why Thessaloniki residents visit parks 
and what benefit they see from them, and 
understand areas for improvement and the future 
of Thessaloniki's parks from the perspective of 
the locals.  
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 In urban areas, access to open green space 
is critical to health and happiness. Hard evidence 
shows that the green spaces that are usually 
considered to be just amenities are actually critical 
to health (Kuo, 2010). As Frances Kuo says “In 
greener settings—rooms, buildings, 
neighborhoods, and larger areas with more 
vegetation, we find that people are more 
generous and more desirous of connections with 
others;” (Kuo, 2010). A study conducted in the 
Netherlands on the relationship between green 
space percentage and human health in cities 
shows a strong positive correlation between 
green space and self-reported health (Maas et.al, 
2006). Recent research also shows a connection 
between access to green space and increased 
mental health, including better self-discipline, 
impulse control, and cognitive function (Larson, 
2011). A Wisconsin  survey showed links between 
a lack of green space and mental health symptoms 
such as depression, anxiety and stress (Beyer et.al, 
2014). 
Green environments also provide vital 
services to entire communities and are an 
important part of sustainable cities because 
“urban nature fulfils immaterial and non-
consumptive human needs”(Chiesura, 2004). 
Research has additionally indicated that different 
demographic groups have different reasons for 
visiting parks, and that the community 
surrounding the green space should be taken into 
consideration when developing parks (Chiesura, 
2004).  Parks in areas with high populations of 
young people should include different features 
than parks surrounded by older communities.  
Having access to green space also correlates to 
neighborhood residents feeling of safety and 
community cohesion (Kuo et.al, 1998). There are 
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also strong correlations between increased 
vegetation and decreased crime rates. “Thefts, 
vehicle thefts, burglary, and arson are higher for 
buildings barren of tree and grass cover” (Kuo, 
2010).  Research also shows that the availability of 
green space and the quality of green space 
influences community attachment to the 
environment (Amberger, 2011). Having easy 
access to high quality green space is important to 
the health and happiness of residents, and to 
community’s sense of belonging. 
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 Cities often conduct citywide park health 
assessments to evaluate the condition and opinion 
of public parks in the city (BC Parks, 2017). These 
studies, such as one conducted by Karanikola et. 
al. on the Municipality of Kalamaria, Greece in 
2016, and another by ETC Institute on the 
County of Auburn, Alabama, examine the 
physical attributes of  parks, and gather 
information regarding public opinion. These 
physical attributes include the number of facilities 
such as trash cans, water fountains and bike paths, 
and the condition of green areas such as grass, 
trees, and shrubs (Karanikola, et. al., 2016, ETC 
Institute, 2016). In addition to noting these 
physical aspects of the park, a park health 
assessment also gathers input from people at the 
park. Individuals are interviewed in order to shed 
light on why they visit the park; given the 
opportunity to share their feelings about the park, 
some offer suggestions for improvements, others 
tell stories about what the park means to them. A 
park health assessment provides policymakers 
with invaluable data not only in the form of a 
quantitative inventory of parks, park amenities, 
and daily visitors, but also qualitative data that 
tells the stories and backgrounds of the citizens 
who utilize the parks (BC Parks, 2017). 
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In 2016, a citywide park health assessment 
was conducted by Paraskevi Karanikola et. al. in 
the Municipality of Kalamaria, a city that borders 
Thessaloniki to the south. Kalamaria’s recent 
population spike, combined with environmental 
strain resulting from urban sprawl, has caused the 
city to focus mainly on urban planning to make 
room for the projected continual population 
growth. With lack of proper funding, the 
maintenance of parks in Kalamaria has been 
overlooked. Due to this widespread degradation 
of parks, Karanikola et. al. were interested in 
evaluating resident satisfaction with the parks in 
Kalamaria, as well as determining the impact and 
importance of parks for human health and well-
being (Karanikola et. al., 2016). The study was 
additionally designed to investigate areas for 
improved park management in Kalamaria. This 
study gathered physical data, pertaining to the 
size and number of green spaces in the 
municipality, as well as socio-economic data on 
the citizens of Kalamaria. It additionally 
collected qualitative data through face-to-face 
interviews which centered on public perception 
of safety surrounding the parks, condition of 
facilities, and noise level, as well as resident 
satisfaction of the quality and quantity of parks in 
Kalamaria. In total, 385 residents were 
interviewed using a simple random sample of the 
entire population of Kalamaria. The interviews 
consisted of Likert scale questions, which allowed 
participants to choose a number on a four-point 
scale, and close-ended questions that asked the 
participants about themselves and their 
perception of green spaces as a whole in 
Kalamaria. The data was analyzed using 
percentage tables, which present all possible 
answers to a question as well as the distribution of 
answers as a percentage of the total 385 
participants. The data was then organized into pie 
charts to display the proportion of participants 
who answered each way (Karanikola et. al., 2016).  
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The study concluded that, according to 
public perception, there are not enough green 
spaces in the Municipality of Kalamaria, and that 
the existing green spaces are lacking in size and 
design quality. While 24.7% of the study’s 
respondents categorized Kalamaria’s urban green 
infrastructure as “good”, 55.7% of respondents 
categorized the infrastructure as mediocre or 
worse. Additionally, 66.5% of respondents were 
unsatisfied with the number of green spaces in the 
Municipality, 65.2% of respondents were 
unsatisfied with the total area of green spaces in 
the municipality, and 74.5% of respondents were 
unsatisfied with the attractiveness of the available 
green spaces, in general, in the Municipality 
(Karanikola, et. al., 2016). 
The study additionally concluded that 
residents of Kalamaria would pay a higher price 
for a property located in close proximity to a 
public park, and that the residents believed there 
to be a correlation between time spent in green 
spaces and human health and well-being 
(Karanikola et. al., 2016). The respondents not 
only answered that they would pay an average of 
20% to 40% more for a property that was in close 
proximity to green infrastructure, but additionally 
those who live near a green space reported more 
frequently that they were satisfied with their life. 
In response to the relationship between wellbeing 
and proximity to green infrastructure, Karanikola 
et al. have advocated that those who are 
unsatisfied with their lives should visit parks and 
green spaces more frequently. The research team 
also recommended that green infrastructure play a 
prominent role in future urban development 
planning, as it will be important for residents’ 
mental health to maintain the green infrastructure, 
despite the increasing population. 

In 2015 the ETC Institute conducted a 
study on public opinion of parks in the city of 
Auburn, Alabama. ETC Institute is a private firm 
that gathers and analyzes data from residents on 
behalf of local governments for community 
planning (ETC Institute, 
2016). This organization 
assisted the County of Auburn 
in conducting a parks and 
recreation opinion survey, 
which generated 
recommendations to the city 
for improving the 
satisfaction of the residents 
towards the park 
infrastructure in Auburn. 
Data was collected through a 
survey which was distributed 
to a simple random sample 
of households across the 
county. The survey took 
approximately 15-20 minutes to complete, and 
asked questions regarding individual 
demographics, such as age, gender, and race, in 
addition to questions regarding the respondent’s 
opinion about aspects of the park infrastructure in 
Auburn County. Some questions were close-
ended, gathering data in categorical ranges which 
were later analyzed using percentage charts. Other 
questions were open-ended, asking respondents 
to write in their responses. In total, 515 complete 
surveys were returned to ETC Institute, 
surpassing the goal of 500 responses. 
The study concluded the general public 
opinion of parks in Auburn 
County is good, with 54% of 
respondents categorizing the 
park infrastructure as “good”, 
36% categorizing it as 
“excellent”, 9% categorizing 
it as fair, and 1% categorizing 
it as “poor”. A similar spread 
of answers was given in 
response to the question 
asking about the overall 
quality of athletic, recreation, 
and community programs 
throughout the county. 
Similarly, two thirds of 
respondents answered that 
they were satisfied with the value they receive 
from parks in Auburn, with only 10% expressing 
dissatisfaction. The study also analyzed resident 
satisfaction with parks in Auburn compared with 
resident satisfaction of parks nationally. This 
analysis concluded that the residents of Auburn 
were significantly more satisfied (by at least a 10% 
margin) with the maintenance of parks, walking 
BACKGROUND | 14
trails, biking trails, and swimming pools than the 
United States in general. The study also revealed 
the most common deterrents to residents’ 
frequenting parks. The top factors, in decreasing 
order of prominence, were lack of knowledge 
regarding programs held at parks, preference for 
private facilities, too far of a commute to the 
parks, and lack of knowledge of park location. In 
response to the highest deterrent, lack of 
knowledge of programs, ETC Institute 
recommended that the city promote programs 
held at the park. This would increase resident 
awareness of the programs, and provide those 
who are interested in the programs with the 
information they need to participate. 
These park assessments have not only uncovered 
public opinions and preferences regarding parks 
and green infrastructure, but also 
provided recommendations to 
their respective municipalities and 
citizens on how to maintain and 
use green infrastructure to its full 
potential. Karanikola et al. have 
determined that the quantity and 
quality of parks in Kalamaria is 
unacceptable, a claim that, before 
the study, was only conjecture. 
The Municipality of Kalamaria 
now has statistical data from its 
residents stating that they are 
displeased with the parks in the city, and 
recommendations on what aspects, specifically the 
number and design of green spaces, should be 
improved. Likewise, the study done in Auburn 
County has statistically concluded residents are 
satisfied with the existing green infrastructure. 
The study concluded that 90% of the respondents 
would categorize the green infrastructure as 
“good” or better. These studies are examples of 
how a rich investigation of the public opinion of 
parks can produce profound results and 
recommendations which can guide the behaviors 
of the local government and the citizens to 
improve the management and maintenance of 
urban green infrastructure. 
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 With a population of over 1 million 
residents, Thessaloniki sits as the 2nd largest city 
in Greece, and is considered a center of trade, 
economy, politics, and education (Gemenetzi, 
2017). Since the city’s founding in 315 BCE, it has 
been part of the Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman 
empires, suffered earthquakes, great fires, wars, 
and massive population migrations (Thessaloniki: 
Brief history.2015). This long 
and complicated history has 
shaped the city’s identity and 
urban landscape. 
 In 1917 a disastrous 
fire leveled two-thirds of 
Thessaloniki. The city needed 
to rebuild itself, and the 
government commissioned an 
elaborate urban plan. This plan created a central 
downtown, and divided neighborhoods based on 
socioeconomic characteristics. The city followed 
this development plan until 1922, when another 
major stressor hit the city: 117,000 refugees from 
Asia Minor emigrated to Thessaloniki requiring 
housing and triggering a rapid wave of urban 
development. The sharp rise in population caused 
the government to abandon the carefully laid out 
development plan and shift its focus to building 
settlements to accommodate the refugees. The 
new structures were built on agricultural land on 
the outskirts of the city, with little oversight from 
the government. The lack of governmental 
oversight during construction meant that the 
buildings were built close together with little 
adherence to building codes, and using 
rudimentary construction techniques. These 
settlements were built 
in haste with little 
consideration for 
integration into the 
city’s urban plan, 
construction of 
amenities, or long term 
planning (Gemenetzi, 
2017). The next wave 
of development began after World War II, when 
the government looked to development and 
industrialization to revitalize the economy, and 
reduce the housing problem. The use of private 
capital during this construction meant that private 
business influenced urban planning and building 
legislature, and the government often overlooked 
illegal building practices. Laws passed in 1956 and 
1960 made it easier for developers to build in the 
heart of the city; these new building practices 
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triggered the decline of urban green space and the 
rise in dense construction. As Thessaloniki’s 
economy became more dependent on industry 
and less dependent on agriculture, people began 
to migrate from rural, agrarian areas to urban, 
industrial areas (Adaman, 2014). In 1955 
Thessaloniki had a population of 329,000. By 
1965 that figure increased to 447,000, and by 1985 
Thessaloniki had 724,000 residents; that is a 220% 
increase in population in just 30 years (Population 
estimates for Thessaloniki, Greece, 1950-
2015.2016). This rapid rise in population 
continued the need for housing and development. 
The city center was more densely built up and, 
building expanded westward. The post-war wave 
of development changed not only the urban 
layout of the city, but also the architectural style. 
Motivated by increased profit margins, developers 
replaced small houses in the traditional Greek 
style and open spaces with large, utilitarian block 
apartments (Adaman, 2014). This unchecked 
urbanization is apparent in Thessaloniki today; the 
dense city center, lack of green spaces, and 
homogenous building styles are reminders of the 
lack of strategic planning, urban planning, and 
governmental oversight. 
The municipality of Thessaloniki is more 
densely populated than New York City, housing 
15,940 residents per km2 compared to 10,831 
residents per km2 respectively. The citizens of 
Thessaloniki live in close quarters, and have very 
little public green space to utilize. According to a 
database provided by our partner, Thessaloniki 
has 276 public parks; 218 of these parks have an 
area ranging between 2500 ft2 and 1 acre, 51 parks 
range between 1 and 5 acres, and 7 parks are 
larger than 10 acres. Thessaloniki has 2.5 m2 of 
green space per resident. This value is quite low 
compared to the European average, 8-10 m2 of 
green space per resident and the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) recommendation, 9 m2 of 
green space per resident (Resilient Thessaloniki, 
2016).  
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Thessaloniki’s limited green space and 
urban layout have a direct impact on the 
environment and the health of residents (Resilient 
Thessaloniki, 2016). The lack of green space, in 
combination with aging infrastructure, dense 
population, and Greece’s warm climate have 
resulted in the urban heat island effect, and, 
according the WHO, one of the most polluted 
cities Europe (Giannaros & Melas, 2012; Resilient 
Thessaloniki, 2016). 
The urban heat island effect is area 
compared to surrounding suburban and rural 
areas. This phenomenon is attributed to the lack 
of green space, increased energy consumption, 
and building materials with a high heat capacity 
and low solar reflectivity (Verani, Pozoukidou, & 
Alexandros, 2015). The urban heat island effect 
causes the urban center of Thessaloniki to average 
2.4-4oC warmer than surrounding areas, and the 
heat tends to concentrate in the most densely 
populated areas of the city (Giannaros & Melas, 
2012). Furthermore, the urban heat island effect 
exacerbates heat waves in the summer, and 
changes airflow patterns within the city 
(Kantzioura, Kosmopoulos, & Zoras, 2012; 
Verani, Pozoukidou, & Alexandros, 2015). The 
urban heat island effect has been linked to 
increased mortality and morbidity of 
cardiovascular and respiratory conditions 
(Shahmohamadi, Che-Ani, Etessam, Maulud, & 
Tawil, 2011). Beyond the urban heat island effect, 
Thessaloniki has been identified by the WHO as 
one of the most polluted cities in Europe 
(Moussiopoulos et al., 2009). 
Thessaloniki’s air is unclean. The 
European Union regularly measures levels of air 
pollutants, and has found that levels of SO2, CO, 
and NOx are on high end of what the EU 
considers safe, but the levels of O3 and particulate 
matter exceed safe levels (Moussiopoulos et al., 
2009). This is due, in part, to the lack of green 
space, as plants help absorb pollutants and filter 
the air, and the urban heat island effect, which 
traps hot, polluted air in urban areas (Verani, 
Pozoukidou, & Alexandros, 2015).  Both the 
urban heat island effect and increased levels of air 
pollution contribute to various adverse human 
health effects. The urban heat island is linked to 
increased cardiovascular and respiratory mortality 
and morbidity, and air pollution is linked to 
respiratory disease such as pneumonia and 
asthma, and low birth weights (Gordon & 
Rehfuess, 2004). 
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Recently the Greek economic crisis as well 
as an influx of refugees from the Middle East has 
stressed the city. In an effort to become more 
resilient to future economic, social, and 
environmental changes, Thessaloniki joined the 
Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities 
Initiative in 2014 (Resilient Thessaloniki, 2016). 
The 100 Resilient Cities Initiative is a NGO that 
consults with cities around the world to develop 
plans that use policy and social change to make 
cities more resilient to social, political, 
environmental, and economic changes(Resilient 
Thessaloniki, 2016).  
The preliminary resiliency assessment 
identified two of Thessaloniki’s primary stressors 
as “aging building and mobility infrastructure,” 
and “insufficient integration in planning.” These 
mean that the city’s infrastructure (buildings, 
roads, bridges, et cetera) is in disrepair and no 
longer meets the needs of the people, and that the 
city lacks a clear urban plan. Furthermore, the city 
recognizes the lack of urban green space as a 
serious issue that affects the health and happiness 
of its residents and the environment (Resilient 
Thessaloniki, 2016). 
In an effort to combat these stressors and 
create a healthier, more empowered and resilient 
city, the city government is looking to support 
smaller, grassroots projects that impact the daily 
lives of residents (Resilient Thessaloniki, 2017). 
The Preliminary Resilience Assessment identifies 
“co-ownership of public spaces” as a key concept 
for city planning. According to the report the city 
wants to focus on revitalizing the current green 
spaces to promote a sense of ownership among 
the Thessaloniki population, with the idea that if 
the people felt like they were stakeholders in a 
park, they would be more inclined to take care of 
it. This co-ownership has come into play with the 
recently revived waterfront area. Completed in 
2014, the waterfront project redeveloped the 
public spaces around the water’s edge introducing 
a 3 km walking path, green spaces, public art, and 
play places (New waterfront of Thessaloniki: 
Nikiforidis-Cuomo architects.2014).  This area 
quickly became an attraction for tourists as well as 
a place for residents of Thessaloniki to enjoy. 
Shortly after completion the space was vandalized 
and poorly maintained, the locals formed informal 
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groups taking action. These citizen groups not 
only cleaned the space, but also called for the 
municipality to take better care for it. The 
municipality seeks to involve the community in 
the planning of green spaces in order that their 
needs are met, and to promote ownership 
(Resilient Thessaloniki, 2017). 
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 To gather data about the condition and 
health of each park, the team conducted a 
facilities assessment of each of the parks visited. 
The facilities assessments aim to qualitatively and 
quantitatively describe the condition of park 
amenities, using a facilities assessment adapted 
from a park assessment conducted in Pierce 
County, WA. When the team visits each park, 
they will collaboratively fill out the assessment, 
rating each park amenity on a scale from 1(very 
poor) to 5 (exceptional) based on the condition of 
the amenity, and writing comments on the quality, 
quantity, and condition of each amenity. The 
amenities the team will rate are wheelchair access, 
play equipment, sports facilities, light fixtures, 
water fountains, seating, restrooms, bike access, 
cleanliness, plant variety, trash cans, and paved 
paths.  Furthermore, the team will comment on 
noise level of the park, the park location, 
cleanliness, available shade, and the park activity 
level. Finally, the team will take photographs of 
parks, and amenities to accompany the numerical 
rating and the comments. During the park visits 
the team will take detailed notes about the 
location of each amenity and the layout of the 
park, in order that the park can be mapped using 
adobe software at a later time.   
To understand the residents of 
Thessaloniki and how the parks in Thessaloniki 
meet their needs the team employed two main 
techniques, a survey distributed online to collect 
general population data on parks in Thessaloniki 
and on site interviews at the specific parks that we 
chose in Thessaloniki. The survey was developed 
and distributed alongside the on-site interviews 
and the data from both complimented each other 
to provide an understanding of what aspects of 
parks are most important to residents and if the 
parks in Thessaloniki currently satisfy these needs. 
Initial designs of the survey were intended 
to be used at parks on a tablet to quickly collect 
data from the park visitors. However, after many 
discussions of what data would be most useful to 
the project and our partners, we decided that it 
would be more useful to distribute an open ended 
survey online to collect more data on what people 
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wanted from parks, what they liked in parks and 
what sort of things they disliked about parks. 
Distributing an online survey let us reach people 
who did not frequent parks and get their 
perspectives on the problems with parks in 
Thessaloniki. The survey was developed with the 
help of our partner and based on the study of 
parks conducted in Kalamaria in 2016. This 
survey was 
distributed online 
through our 
sponsors contacts 
and connections. 
The survey included 
a choice of English 
or Greek questions 
to allow the 
maximum number 
of responses. The 
questions in the 
survey are preceded 
by a set of images, 
shown here. 
When 
talking to residents of Thessaloniki and our 
partner before the distribution of the first survey, 
we realized that what we were considering parks 
were often considered squares by locals. These 
pictures were chosen to represent the full range of 
what we are considering parks from completely 
green open spaces to a square with a few trees 
and plants. The first survey question, “Why do 
you go to parks?”, solicits the activities that 
citizens of Thessaloniki currently participate in at 
parks. The first question was designed to provide 
us with an understanding of what park activities 
are most important to locals. The second question 
“What do you like about the parks that you visit?” 
hopes to gather information on which aspects of 
parks are liked by residents of Thessaloniki. The 
last question “What 
makes a park 
undesirable?” seeks the 
most disliked aspects of 
parks in Thessaloniki. 
The combination of 
these questions two and 
three showed the team 
what makes a good 
park in the eyes of local 
residents. Gaining an 
understanding of which 
aspects of parks are 
most important to 
make a good or bad 
park is vital to 
understanding if the parks in Thessaloniki are 
meeting the needs of the local residents. Also 
knowing what the people of Thessaloniki like to 
do in parks helped us to evaluate which parks 
satisfy the needs of residents and which parks do 
not.  
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 The second part of social data collection 
for this project was interviews with people that 
we met in parks and scheduled in depth 
interviews with a few willing participants. When 
we visited parks, we approached visitors and 
asked if they spoke English and if they would be 
willing to answer a few questions about the state 
of the park that they were in. Themes for every 
interview included why they had come to the 
park, if this was the closest park to them, what 
they thought about the state of the park, and what 
they thought about the parks in Thessaloniki. 
Every interview developed naturally from the 
responses we received from the basic questions 
we asked every subject. For example we asked 
subjects who said they did not live near the park 
why they had chosen to travel to visit that 
particular park. 
The team also scheduled in depth 
interviews with interested individuals to collect 
more information on personal stories and 
experiences in parks. The team used these 
interviews to gain a deeper understanding of the 
development of parks in Thessaloniki and how 
people interact with parks. By taking more time 
with individual and small group interviews, the 
team acquired greater in depth information on the 
parks of Thessaloniki. The team paid particular 
attention to the themes identified in the survey 
and the interviews solicited in parks. 
We analyzed the information gathered in 
the interview sessions using conventional content 
analysis. Using the transcripts and notes taken 
during interviews, the team derived codes from 
the data by first highlighting the exact words from 
the text that appear to capture key thoughts or 
concepts (Hsieh et al., 2005). The team then 
continued the analysis process by developing 
categories for the codes derived. It is from these 
categorizations that the team analyzed the data to 
find possible patterns and connections.  
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When we visited the park we noticed that a lot of 
the grass in the park was dead and many areas 
meant to have grass were just dirt. There were 
numerous clean benches and seating options and 
the standard red benches, prevalent in other 
parks, were nowhere to be seen. There was 
minimal tagging on some of the low walls and on 
the fountain but what was there stood out. There 
was a good variety of trees around the park but 
not much shade over the main seating area in 
the center of the park. When we visited 
there were no stray dogs hanging around 
the park and many people came to the 
park to walk their dogs. There were plenty 
of trash and recycling receptacles, and the park 
was mostly litter free. Visitors to the park mostly 
consisted of young children and their guardians, 
however, there were a few older gentlemen sitting 
and socializing in the central seating area of the 
park. Kaoudi is accessible by wheel chair or bike 
but lacks anywhere to park a bike. It also lacks any 
kind of open flat grass for children to play 
football or other games. The nearest bus stop is 
over 200m away, and the buildings that surround 
the park are not very attractive. There is also a 
cafe which has taken a section of the park for its 
own seating.  
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The team noticed that it was hard for 
children to play soccer at Mina Patrikiou park. 
Unlike most of the other parks, the ground was 
sloped into hills, which made it difficult for 
children to kick a soccer ball across. One child 
was kicking a soccer ball along one of the paved 
paths, looking unsatisfied with the amount of 
space he had to play. The tree cover is moderate 
to high in places, and the variety of trees is fairly 
high. There are a good number of trash 
cans throughout the park, and they are 
well dispersed, although some trash does 
end up on the ground. The parks is fairly 
clean in comparison with other parks in 
Thessaloniki. The street lamps in the park look 
like they are fairly new, and are well dispersed.  
In the last three years, the Municipality of 
Thessaloniki has done work on Mina Partikiou 
Park, adding the sidewalk on the park’s perimeter, 
and replacing an old carousel with a new enclosed 
playground for children. A mural was painted on 
the walls of the amphitheater in the northwest 
corner of the park, but graffiti tagging by others 
has begun to cover some of it. 
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Recently, the Navarinou Square has begun 
to undergo small improvements by the 
municipality such as the removal of graffiti and 
dead foliage. 10 trees were excavated in the 
northern green bed, and much of the grass has 
undergone replanting. During a sunny day, the 
square is relatively crowded, with most of the 
benches occupied by visitors eating lunch, 
socializing, or just enjoying the atmosphere.  
The team noticed that the park usually 
had a few stray dogs wandering around, but 
not as many as other parks. Also, there 
were often kids playing soccer in the 
center of the square, with their parents 
sitting nearby. Although the playground area 
was reasonably large, the play structures were 
worn and had a lot of graffiti. However this did 
not deter kids from playing there. On a sunny day, 
the team would find about 30 kids playing in the 
playground area. 
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 This park is in a fairly residential area, with 
apartment building bordering two sides and a 
small commercial center on the third side. During 
the walk to the park, the team noted that the 
buildings in the neighborhood look fairly well 
maintained compared to what has been observed 
in central Thessaloniki. There are 2 bus stops 
adjacent to the park, the 33, 36, 3, and 4E busses 
stop there. The 3 roads surrounding the park have 
a lot of traffic, making crossing difficult and the 
park relatively loud. Some of the benches 
in the park have shade but most are 
completely unsheltered from sun. There 
is a lot of tagging on the benches walls 
and other seating in the park, and several of 
the benches are in quite poor condition. There 
has been some effort to maintain a few flowers by 
the fountain, but most of the vegetation in the 
rest of the park lacks color or variety. There is not 
much open space for football or for kids to run 
around and no play equipment for children. 
THE PARKS | 40
Facilities Kaoudi Mina Patrikioau Navarinou 
Square 
Psellou 
 
Wheelchair accessible 5 3 3 3.5 
Play Equipment 4 4 3 3 
Sports Facilities 0 0 0 0 
Light Fixtures 4 4 5 4.5 
Fountain 3 0 0 0 
Seating 5 3.5 4 3.5 
Restrooms 0 0 0 0 
Bike Access 4 3 4 4 
Cleanliness 3.5 3.5 3.5 4 
Types of Plants 4 4 2 4.5 
Paved Paths 5 5 5 1.5 
Trash Cans 5 3.5 3 5 
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The residents of Thessaloniki enjoy using 
the public parks to socialize with others, to 
experience nature as a way of maintaining mental 
health, and to participate in physical activities 
such as walking their dog, playing football, or 
playing with their children. Many individuals 
reported going to the park to drink coffee, or eat 
lunch with friends, while many others mentioned 
that they were at the park to view the grass, trees 
and flowers. Another common reason for visiting 
the park was to participate in a physical activity. 
Many children played football, dodge ball and 
other games with their friends, while a number of 
others walked their dog or pushed their child in a 
stroller. Parks play many roles in the lives of the 
citizens of Thessaloniki, but they have been 
predominantly found to be catalysts for 
socialization, places where people can relax their 
mind by experiencing nature, and areas where 
people can engage in recreational activities. 
Through park observation, interviews with people 
at parks, in-depth interviews with interested 
citizens, and an online survey, the team has 
concluded that these are the most prominent roles 
that parks have in the lives of the residents of 
Thessaloniki. 
At the parks, individuals were asked about 
why they came to the park that day. One of the 
most frequent responses was that they were in the 
park to socialize. In addition to learning this 
information through interviews, it was apparent 
through observation that most people who came 
to the parks were conversing with a group of 
others. Even those who came to the park for 
other reasons, such as walking their dog, 
frequently engaged in conversation with those 
around 
them. Most 
of the time, 
the groups 
we 
interviewed 
had come 
to drink 
coffee or 
eat food, 
both 
activities highly associated with socializing in the 
Greek culture. For example, a group of four 
friends were asked why they were at the park in 
an interview conducted at Navarinou Square on 
April 24th, 2017. The friends, all drinking coffee, 
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replied that they had come simply to enjoy their 
coffee and talk. The group of friends went on to 
tell how they frequent other parks when they 
order coffee together. Anna, 29, when describing 
where she likes to hang out with her friends, said 
“we come here sometimes and also go to other 
parks”. At Kaoudi Park, a 12 year old boy named 
Ergi explained that his favorite part of the park 
was the great number of people his age that were 
there. The boy stated that he came to the park 
every day with his brother and his friends, and 
enjoyed that there were many other kids to play 
with at the park. 
Another very common role that parks 
play in the lives of Thessaloniki’s residents is to 
serve as a place where individuals can go to 
relax their mind and experience nature in an 
otherwise urban environment. A large 
number of individuals reported that they 
enjoy coming to the park for a Volta,* For 
example, a young mother named Maria, age 
36, was interviewed at Psellou Park with her 
three children, ages 8, 8, and 10. She told us 
that she came to the park so that her kids 
could have time to experience nature, as she 
felt it was an important part of their mental 
health. She said that, “They need time to be 
outside, and away from TV and computers”. Like 
many other residents, Maria relies on parks to play 
an integral role in her life and the lives of her 
children. For them and many others, the park 
provides a mental escape from the stresses of 
everyday life in the city. Individuals were also 
asked what they liked about the parks that they 
visit in the online Park Survey. Fifty-three out of 
91 (58%) respondents mentioned the subject of 
finding tranquility, relaxation, or mental uplift in 
their answer. One response stated the importance 
of parks on the mind and body: “In my opinion, a 
park can be a way to relax your body and soul at 
the same time with no money!” This individual 
states the role of parks in his or her life as a place 
where they can rejuvenate. The team has 
concluded that one of the most prominent roles 
that parks play in the lives of the citizens of 
Thessaloniki is to act as a place for escape and to 
assist in maintaining individuals’ mental health. 
 
Another way that parks impact the lives of 
individuals in Thessaloniki is by acting as an area 
for them to engage in physical activities such as 
walking a dog, playing sports, or playing with 
children. Many of the individuals that were 
interviewed at the park were there with children 
or dogs, and many others stated that they came to 
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the park to do something physical, like riding their 
bike. At least one bicyclist was spotted at each of 
the four parks that was surveyed, and each park 
also had several dog walkers at once. One man, 
Gregory, 32 years old, stated that he came to the 
park every day to walk his dog and his baby. 
Gregory said that he spent at least 30 minutes per 
day engaging in physical activity at Mina 
Patrikiou Park. Another young boy, Ergi, 
attends multiple parks each day after school 
to play football with his friends. At Kaoudi 
Park, a young woman named Maria pointed 
out her favorite part of the park, which was 
a playhouse where children could climb. 
Maria said that she was happy that kids 
could play and make friends here. In Maria’s 
opinion, the park acts as a catalyst to bring 
children together to engage in play, playing 
a role in the kids’ lives as an area for play. 
The team has concluded that one of the 
main roles that parks in Thessaloniki play in 
the lives of residents is to act as an area for 
physical activities, including walking dogs, playing 
sports, and playing with children. 
This word cloud represents the answers to the question "Why do you go to 
parks?" asked in the online survey. 
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 The team has found that many residents 
of Thessaloniki look at parks as places for escape 
from the urban city environment. Citizens are 
drawn to parks for the trees, flowers and clean air, 
and use the park as a quiet location to spend time 
alone or commune with friends and family. The 
research team has found, however, that this 
tranquility is disrupted when residents find 
garbage, graffiti tagging, or damage to facilities in 
the parks they visit. Individuals have expressed 
that they would like to see cleaner parks, as the 
garbage has ruined many beautiful parts of parks, 
such as fountains and green spaces. Individuals 
have also widely expressed their dislike for graffiti 
tagging, and have said that the presence of 
damaged or old structures, like benches, can have 
a negative impact on the park.  Similarly, the 
presence of narcotics and those who sell illegal 
substances are additional factors that citizens 
would like to see remedied in their parks. 
From a survey of 91 individuals 
throughout Thessaloniki, over 50% of 
respondents mentioned some form of foliage as a 
strong reason for going to the parks they visited. 
As greenery appeared to be a large factor in 
drawing individuals to parks, it was also found 
that the deterioration or lack of plants is 
something residents found unappealing. Maria, 
28, was interviewed at Kaoudi Park on April 10th, 
2017. She stated that she comes to the park two 
times a week with her mother and elderly 
grandmother, who is in a wheelchair. Though she 
liked the park as a place for children to play and 
make friends, she wished the park had more 
flowers and trees. At the same park, a group of 
mothers, of ages ranging from 35-48, visit every 
day with their children. When asked if there was 
anything they would change about the park, all 
three agreed that they would like to see a wider 
variety of trees, more grass, and more flowers. A 
32 year old man named Gregory was interviewed 
at Mina Patrikiou Park, and his feelings about the 
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greenery were more critical. Gregory stated that 
he wished the Municipality would start the park 
over from scratch, planting a wider variety of 
trees and replanting the grass. A woman named 
Efi also expressed her thoughts about the state of 
greenery in parks in Thessaloniki in general 
compared to other cities in Greece: “Thessaloniki 
is one of the cities that has less green in Greece 
than the other cities”. She concluded her thoughts 
about the greenery by stating that, “what’s missing 
from my city [is] the green element of the parks”. 
The research team has found not only that 
greenery is one of the most important factors that 
can influence a resident’s opinion of a park, but 
also that the amount and variety of green in the 
parks in Thessaloniki is unsatisfactory to its 
residents. In general, individuals would like to see 
more green in their parks. 
In addition to a desire for more greenery 
in parks, Thessalonians reported graffiti tagging as 
another factor that made a park undesirable and 
that they would like to see improved. Most of the 
individuals who were interviewed in parks 
mentioned graffiti tagging as something they did 
not like in the parks they visited. However, graffiti 
art or street art was something citizens liked, as 
many respondents expressed appreciation for 
graffiti when it was in the form of art. Eleftheria, 
23, and Stella, 27, were interviewed while walking 
their dogs in Mina Patrikiou Park. The women 
described how they liked the art on the wall of the 
miniature amphitheater, but disliked the tagging 
that began to encroach on the design. They said it 
was unfortunate that something so beautiful was 
destroyed. Despite there being a trend towards a 
distaste for graffiti, there were a sizeable number 
of individuals who found the tagging to be 
acceptable. Two young adults who came to the 
park as part of their job had two differing 
opinions. Stelios (20), believed the graffiti present 
in the park was not art, just tagging – “I know 
graffiti” he emphasized. However, his partner 
Maria, mentioned that she had no problem with 
the graffiti. She explained that graffiti was 
everywhere, and she had gotten used to it. 
The team also determined that the 
presence of trash and general unkemptness were 
additional distasteful attributes of parks. In the 
online survey, 55% of the 91 respondents stated 
that “trash” or “garbage” was one of the main 
factors that makes a park undesirable to them. 
One respondent stated that “the mess people 
leave behind when they leave” was a factor that 
makes a park undesirable. One man, Thanasis, age 
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44, believed Navarinou Square was located in a 
good spot; however, he thought the park was 
dirty and was being used as a place for animals to 
defecate and take over. Thanasis said that he 
would rather have the dogs located in a different 
spot because they make the park dirty. In Kaoudi 
Park, Ergi and mothers Barbara, Katherine, and 
Thani, loved the water fountain, but thought the 
water was dirty and wished it was cleaner. 
Park safety was also an issue that many 
respondents were concerned with. Narcotic use 
and trafficking were found to be additional factors 
that deterred citizens away from the parks. The 
team found that Navarinou Square was 
considered to be the most unsafe, specifically due 
to an environment of narcotics that was present at 
the park at night. Maria, 24, stated that she did 
not like the people in Navarinou Square as many 
were “junkies”. She additionally mentioned the 
park was dangerous at night because individuals 
would attempt to solicit park users to buy drugs. 
A group of young adults, Christina, Hercules, and 
Eleftheria thought the square was safe during the 
day but “sketchy”, meaning unsafe, at night. 
However, the concern of safety is not limited only 
to Navarinou Square. In the online survey, 11 of 
43 respondents stated that drug use and illicit 
activities were strong reasons they would avoid a 
park. Friends in their twenties, Anna, Angeliki, 
Georgia, and Peter, explained that in recent years, 
drug dealing has migrated from the Rotunda to 
public parks. They stated that because of this shift 
in the drug market, people don’t spend as much 
time in parks as they used to. Individuals 
additionally felt the lack of signage and police 
presence were contributors to a narcotic 
environment. Eleftheria and Stella described that 
parks without signage specifying children’s play 
areas made it easier for drug dealers to “hang 
around”. She wished there were more signs to 
deter the drug dealers. The team has found that 
dangerous people and drug use are large factors 
that citizens would like to see improved about 
parks. 
From the information gathered through 
interviewing citizens in parks, the online survey, in 
depth interviews, and observations, the team has 
identified the most prominent problems in parks 
that the citizens of Thessaloniki would like to see 
resolved. Lack of green space, deterioration of 
grass, and low plant variety have impeded some 
individuals’ attempts to fully connect to nature, a 
process that the team has identified as very 
This word cloud represents the answers to the question “What 
makes a park undesirable?” asked in the online survey. 
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important in the lives of Thessalonians. The 
graffiti tagging has destroyed the beauty of 
some aspects of parks, the team has learned. 
Additionally, the residents of Thessaloniki have 
constantly informed the team that trash and dog 
waste negatively impact their experience at 
parks, and that they would like to see these 
impurities removed. Citizens also complained 
that drug users and the drug market have 
deterred them from going to parks, specifically 
Navarinou Square. Although these opinions 
were not unanimous, the team has identified 
these areas as the main factors that the majority 
of citizens would like to see improved. 
This word cloud represents the answers to the question “What do you like about 
the parks that you visit?” asked in the online survey. 
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 The project goal was to explore the 
attitudes and preferences of residents toward 
public parks in Thessaloniki. By assessing why 
residents go to parks, and how they would like to 
improve them, the project has attempted to 
facilitate broader public discussion regarding the 
future of public parks in Thessaloniki. To begin, 
the team selected four parks in the Municipality of 
Thessaloniki and 
assessed their facilities 
and condition: Psellou 
Park, Mina Patrikiou 
Park, Kaoudi Park, and 
Navarinou Square. The 
team then conducted 
interviews at these parks 
to determine why 
residents use parks. 
Additionally, we wanted 
to find out what benefit 
people derived from 
parks, and what they 
would most like to see 
changed about the current state of parks. The 
team conducted interviews with 34 residents of 
Thessaloniki and gathered 91 responses from an 
online survey. From these data, the team 
identified a range of opinions and preferences 
about municipal parks.  
We have found that many residents of 
Thessaloniki use parks for the same purposes. For 
many, parks are places to socialize with their 
friends and family. A great number of people 
reported that they gather in parks to enjoy the 
company of others, often while eating meals. 
Additionally, parks provide a place for residents 
to experience nature in an urban environment. 
Many reported going to parks for a “Volta”, 
which is a Greek word meaning a break in the day 
used for mental and physical rest. Still others 
mentioned parks as a place for physical activities, 
such as playing soccer, walking a dog, or riding a 
bike. 
We also found aspects about parks that 
many residents of Thessaloniki disliked. For 
example, many residents reported that they were 
displeased with the level of cleanliness in parks. 
They also expressed, in general, a dislike for the 
graffiti tagging in parks that has become so 
prominent all over Thessaloniki. Additionally, 
many residents were unsatisfied with the level of 
green in their parks. Some wished for more trees, 
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others for more grass, and some others for 
flowers. In addition, illicit activities were a 
common deterrent which dissuaded many people 
from frequenting some of the parks, especially 
Navarinou Square. The Rotunda has become a 
center for drug trafficking, and because of 
Navarinou Square’s proximity to the rotunda, 
people said they feared drug dealers who come to 
solicit others in the night. Although the team has 
developed many concrete findings, we believe that 
further research could be extremely beneficial to 
the future of parks in Thessaloniki. 
A potentially interesting topic that our 
project did not consider is how the Municipality 
of Thessaloniki could involve its residents in park 
planning. Considering that our project found 
dissatisfaction toward parks in Thessaloniki, it 
would be useful for municipal organizations such 
as municipal park maintenance and city 
planning to hear the voice of citizens. Where 
would residents like new parks to be located? 
What amenities and improvements would 
they like to see in current parks? We 
recommend this study be done using similar 
methods to our study, including interviews 
and an online survey. For the study, it is 
important to hear from as many residents as 
possible, so as to represent the greatest 
percentage of the population as possible. This 
means that the research team should distribute the 
survey electronically through as many avenues as 
possible, including social media and email 
forwarding. The study will also need to involve 
the Municipality of Thessaloniki because they are 
the party responsible for the planning of parks. 
Working with the municipality, the research team 
should come up with questions for the residents 
that will most impact the municipality’s design. In 
addition to a survey, a mobile application may be 
a more powerful way to collect perceptions and 
attitudes through photo submissions, comments, 
and discussion blogs. It is recommended that the 
research team also conduct interviews with 
members of the Municipality Parks and 
Recreation Department to determine what 
methods the municipality currently employs to 
gain input from residents on park planning 
initiatives. A team conducting this project is also 
encouraged to facilitate discussion between 
interested community members and municipality 
officials, potentially by scheduling meetings. 
Another area for further research is the 
strategies for maintaining parks in Thessaloniki. 
Many residents reported that they felt as though 
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the parks were not well maintained, and would 
like to see improvement in park management. 
This potential study would assess the city’s 
maintenance strategies for parks and suggest ways 
that it could be improved. Many residents placed 
blame on the Municipality for the state of parks in 
Thessaloniki, but others explained that the 
citizens have not fulfilled their duty in keeping 
parks clean. They claimed that residents have 
failed to pick up dog waste and trash and have 
defaced many beautiful things with graffiti. The 
study would address questions like: What are the 
current strategies used to maintain parks? What 
are the roles of the citizens of Thessaloniki in 
park maintenance? To answer these questions, it 
is recommended that the research team conduct 
several interviews with members of the 
municipality to determine the current park 
maintenance plans. The municipality should also 
be consulted for insight on the aspects of park 
maintenance that are the responsibility of the 
residents. It will be important to hear from 
residents as well, so we recommend that the 
research team conduct interviews with people in 
parks, and ask them how they would like to see 
the parks better maintained. One deliverable for 
this recommended project could be an 
informational document that informs citizens of 
their duty in keeping parks clean. This document 
would need to address what activities are not 
acceptable, and why people should abide by the 
guidelines set forth. This would aim to raise 
awareness of habits that citizens have that are 
making parks dirty, and would inform them of 
how they could do their park to keep parks clean. 
The research team could also work with the 
municipality to develop a new, concrete park 
maintenance plan. This plan could include ways in 
which the Municipality can work with citizens to 
receive attention when a park is poorly 
maintained. The project’s goal of facilitating 
communication about park maintenance strategies 
could improve citizens’ understanding of their 
responsibility in keeping parks clean. 
Future research teams could also focus on 
determining which parks require the most 
attention from the municipality. Our team did 
park assessments at four parks, but it would be 
potentially beneficial to assess all parks in 
Thessaloniki to determine where residents would 
like to see the most improvement. A research 
team exploring this idea would be encouraged to 
use park facilities evaluations like the ones done 
by our research team. This would include taking 
notes on the amenities present at each park, as 
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well as the team’s perception of the park’s 
cleanliness, green level, and usage. This project 
can also employ interviews with people who 
attend the parks, asking them what they would 
change about the park. The study could be 
designed to cover a much wider range of parks, 
and identify the parks which are in the worst 
condition as noted by the facilities assessment and 
the interviews. A list of parks that require 
attention and the aspects of the parks that should 
be improved would be very useful to the 
Municipality, as it would allow them to better 
allocate money and resources to improve the 
overall state of parks in Thessaloniki. 
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 The team faced several major challenges while completing this project the largest of which is we 
don't speak Greek.  In many instances we approached park visitors and asked if they spoke English.  Many 
did not understand what we were saying and we lost the opportunity to learn their perspectives Involving 
native Greek speakers would easily resolve this issue in future studies. 
We would have liked to learn more about the current operation and plans for the future of parks in 
Thessaloniki from the perspective of local agencies and municipal officials. However, given our limited time 
frame, and the work place demands on municipal officials, it was difficult to have in-depth discussions with 
city officials. A future study could spend more time making such connections. 
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us with a great combination of constructive criticism and humor throughout our project. 
The United Society of Balkans, the NGO for their collaboration with parts of the project. 
All persons that we spoke with at parks throughout the course of the project 
All persons who took the time to complete our online survey 
A big thank you to Efi and Minas who took time out of their schedules and agreed to let us 
interview and record them. 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute, and the Global Project Program for allowing us to participate in an 
abroad study in Thessaloniki and participate in an experience that will remain with us forever. 
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